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Foreword

This volume is one in a continuing series of books now being
prepared by the Federal Research Division of the Library of Con-
gress under the Country Studies—Area Handbook Program. The
last page of this book lists the other published studies.

Most books in the series deal with a particular foreign country,
describing and analyzing its political, economic, social, and national
security systems and institutions, and examining the interrelation-
ships of those systems and the ways they are shaped by cultural
factors. Each study is written by a multidisciplinary team of social
scientists. The authors seek to provide a basic understanding of
the observed society, striving for a dynamic rather than a static
portrayal. Particular attention is devoted to the people who make
up the society, their origins, dominant beliefs and values, their com-
mon interests and the issues on which they are divided, the nature
and extent of their involvement with national institutions, and their
attitudes toward each other and toward their social system and
political order.

The books represent the analysis of the authors and should not
be construed as an expression of an official United States govern-
ment position, policy, or decision. The authors have sought to
adhere to accepted standards of scholarly objectivity. Corrections,
additions, and suggestions for changes from readers will be wel-
comed for use in future editions.

Louis R. Mortimer
Acting Chief

Federal Research Division
Library of Congress
Washington, D.C. 20540
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Preface

Like its predecessor, this study is an attempt to treat in a com-
pact and objective manner the dominant social, political, economic,
and military aspects of contemporary Colombia. Sources of infor-
mation included scholarly books, journals, and monographs; offi-
cial reports of governments and international organizations;
numerous periodicals; and interviews with individuals having spe-
cial competence in Colombian and Latin American affairs. Chap-
ter bibliographies appear at the end of the book; brief comments
on sources recommended for further reading appear at the end of
each chapter. Measurements are given in the metric system; a con-
version table is provided to assist readers unfamiliar with metric
measurements (see table 1, Appendix). A glossary is also included.

Although there are numerous variations, Spanish surnames
generally consist of two parts: the patrilineal name followed by the
matrilineal. In the instance of Virgilio Barco Vargas, for exam-
ple, Barco is his father’s name and Vargas is his mother’s maiden
name. In nonformal use, the matrilineal name is often dropped.
Thus, after the first mention, just Barco is used.
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Country Profile

Country

Formal Name: Republic of Colombia.
Short Form: Colombia.

Term for Gitizens: Colombian(s).

Capital: Bogota.
Geography

Size: 1,138,910 square kilometers.
Topography: Mainland territory divided into four major geo-
graphic regions: Andean highlands (composed of three mountain

ranges and intervening valley lowlands); Caribbean lowlands;
Pacific lowlands; and llanos and tropical rainforest of eastern
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Colombia. Colombia also possesses small islands in both Carib-
bean Sea and Pacific Ocean.

-Climate: Striking variety in temperature resulting principally from

differences in elevation;-little seasonal variation. Habitable areas
consist of hot (below 900 meters in elevation), temperate (between
900 and 1,980 meters),.and cold (from 2,000 meters to about 3,500
meters) climatic zones. Precipitation generally moderate to heavy,
with highest levels in Pacific lowlands and in parts of eastern Colom-
bia; considerable year-to-year variations-.recorded:

Society

Population: In 1988 estimated at 28 million; rate of annual growth
approximately 2 percent in late 1980s.

Education and Literacy: In late'1980s, about 90 percent of chil-
dren between seven and eleven years of age attended primary school
in urban areas; number often fell below 70 percent in many rural
areas and below 50 percent in more isolated communities. Approx-
imately 30 percent of twelve-year-old population attended secon-
dary school in 1985; significant urban-rural variations. Estimated
80 percent of all university students attended programs in just five
cities. Literacy rate-estimated at 88 percent in 1987.

Health: Access to and availability of health care and medical ser-
vices improved substantially in 1970s and 1980s; nonetheless, rural
and urban poor continued to suffer from higher mortality and mor-
bidity rates. In 1988 life expectancy at birth estimated at sixty-eight
years for females and sixty-four years for males.

Language: Spanish.

Ethnic Groups: In late 1980s, mestizos constituted approximately
50 percent of population, whites 25 percent, mulattoes and zambos
(black-Indian mix) 20 percent, blacks 4 percent, and Indians 1
percent.

Religion: Over 95 percent of population Roman Catholic in late
1980s; remainder primarily various Protestant groups.

Economy

Gross Domestic Product (GDP): Approximately US$33.6 billion
in 1987; per capita income roughly US$1,330 in 1986. GDP grew at
annual rate of more than 5 percent during 1967-80 period, declined
to annual rate of approximately 2 percent from 1981 to 1985, and
rebounded to annual rate of nearly 5 percent in 1986 and 1987.

xvi
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Services: Nearly 51 percent'of GDP in 1987. Sector included trade
(nearly 11 percent), transportation (nearly 8 percent), govern-
ment services (8 percent), and financial services (more than 7
percent).

Industry: Over 25 percent of GDP in 1987; primarily composed
of manufacturing and construction. Major manufactured goods in-
cluded food, beverages, textiles, and chemicals.

Agriculture: Almost 21 percent of GDP in 1987; also accounted
for nearly 68 percent of export earnings in 1986. Main export crops
included coffee, bananas, cut flowers, sugarcane, and cotton.

Mining and Energy: About 3 percent of GDP in 1987, Major
precious-metals included gold, platirium, silver, and emeralds. Pos-
sessed Latin America’s largest coal reserve deposits. Self-sufficient
in oil and natural gas.

Exchange Rate: Government pursued policy of frequent margi-
nal devaluations of peso against major traded currencies. Exchange
rate averaged Col$299.1 =US$1 in 1988.

Exports: Officially recorded products totaled approximately US$5.2
billion in 1987. Coffee represented almost 60 percent of all exports
in 1986. Other significant exports included petroleum and deriva-
tives, metals, and noncoffee agricultural products. Colombia also
Latin America’s largest exporter of illegal drugs.

Imports: Approximately US$3.9 billion in 1987. Major imports
included machinery and equipment, chemicals, and transport
equipment.

Balance of Payments: Merchandise trade surplus in late 1980s
offset by chronic services account deficit. Although manageable,
foreign debt more than doubled from 1980 to 1986 to total US$14.6
billion.

Fiscal Year: Calendar year.

Transportation and Communications

Roads: About 104,000 kilometers of finished roads in 1987, of which
10,300 considered paved. Three major highways, including Pan
American Highway, crossed Andean highlands and Caribbean
lowlands and linked to roads servicing major Pacific ports. Few
paved roads in eastern Colombia.

Railroads: Outdated 3,300-kilometer rail system.

xvii
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Ports: Five major ports—Barranquilla, Cartagena, Santa Marta,
Buenaventura, and Tumaco. Inland waterways historically impor-
tant but carried-little cargo in late 1980s.

Airports: Five international airports and more than forty regional
airports.

Telecommunications:. Modern telephone system primarily served
larger towns and cities. Approximately 500 radio stations and 100
television stations.

Government and. Politics

Government: Under 1886 Constitution, executive, legislative, and
judicial branches established with separation of powers and with
checks and balances; nonetheless, executive retained strong policy-
making authority. Chief executive is president of republic, elected
by direct popu'ar vote for four-year term and constitutionally
probibited from seeking consecutive terms. Legislative authority
vested in bicameral Congress consisting of 114-member Senate and
199-member House of Representatives. Congress popularly elected
for four-year term. Judiciary consists of twenty-four-member
Supreme Court; various district superior, circuit, municipal, and
lower courts; and Council of State. In addition to national govern-
ment, Colombia divided into twenty-three departments, four in-
tendancies, and five commisaryships.

Politics: Virgilio Barco Vargas of Liberal Party (Partido Liberal)
elected president in May 1986, succeeding Belisario Betancur
Cuartas of Social Conservative Party (Partido Social Conservador),
until July 1987 known as Conservative Party (Partido Conser-
vador). Political institutions dominated since mid-nineteenth cen-
tury by Liberals and Conservatives. Both parties characterized by
factional rivalries in late 1980s. Minor parties included leftist Patri-
otic Union (Unién Patriética). Political system challenged in late
1980s by various leftist guerrilla movements and by narcotics
traffickers linked to rightist paramilitary groups. Four major guer-
rilla organizations—Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia—FARC), Na-
tional Liberation Army (Ejército de Liberacién Nacional—ELN),
Popular Liberation Army (Ejército Popular de Liberacién—EPL),
and 19th of April Movement (Movimiento 19 de Abri!-—M-19)—
and several smaller guerrilla groups operated in 1988. Narcotics
traffickers sponsored assassinations of numerous government offi-
cials and politicians.
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International Relations: Cenerally adopted low profile, relying
on international law and regional and international security
organizations. Good relations with United States. Relations with
Venezuela strained over border disputes, presence of undocumented
Colombians in Venezuela, and activities of Colombian narcotics
traffickers and guerrillas.

International Agreements and Membership: Party to Inter-
American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (Rio Treaty) and Treaty
for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America
(Tlatelolco Treaty). Also a member of numerous organizations,
including Organization of American States, United Nations and
its specialized agencies, World Bank, Latin American Integration
Association, and Nonaligned Movement.

National Security

Armed Forces: In 1988 total strength estimated at 86,300: army
(69,000) navy (10,600), and air force (6,700).

Military Units: Army organized into four divisions (consisting
of twelve infantry brigades), special forces and logistic support
brigades, four specialized battalions, and mechanized cavalry regi-
ment. Navy organized into four fleet commands (including five
marine battalions), coast guard, and naval air arm. Air force or-
ganized into three combat air commands, tactical air support com-
mand, one military air transport command, and one training
command.

Equipment: Ground forces upgraded equipment in 1980s with pur-
chase of tube-launched, optically tracked, wire-guided (TOW) anti-
tank weapons and armored vehicles; other armored equipment
mostly of World War II vintage. Major naval vessels included four
submarines, four frigates, four large patrol ships, two fast attack
craft, three river gunboats, two coastal patrol vessels, and eight
river patrol craft. Air force equipment included jet fighters; anti-
aircraft missiles; and various ground attack aircraft.

Police: National Police strength estimated at 55,000 in 1988; ap-
proximately 10 percent civilians. Police subordinate to minister of
national defense. Police included numerous specialized units, in-
cluding antinarcotics force and special rural police. In addition to
National Police, Administrative Security Department and Customs
Service had important law enforcement duties.
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Introduction

IN THE LATE 1980s, Colombia remained a nation of paradoxes.
The bearer of one of-the strongest democratic traditions in Latin
America, it was also subject to recurrent bouts of political violence
and terrorism. A highly urbanized and industrialized country, its
social structure continued to be influenced by an elite that traced
its lineage to an earlier, more agrarian period. Despite a dynamic
economy, the country suffered from a skewed distribution of in-
come and delivery of essential services.

In contrast to the usual pattern found in Latin America, Colom-
bia has had a long history of civilian rule and control over the armed
forces. Since gaining independence from Spain in the early
nineteenth century, Colombia has experienced only three inter-
vals of military government. In 1830 General Rafael Urdaneta led
a military dictatorship for eight months. In 1854 General José Maria
Melo staged a successful coup against an elected government con-
trolled by the Liberal Party (Partido Liberal—PC) but was him-
self replaced within a year by an alliance of Liberals and members
of the Conservative Party (Partido Gonservador—PL). In 1953
General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla overthrew a Conservative govern-
ment that had proved incapable of addressing widespread rural vio-
lence. Although the coup initially had extensive popular support,
civilians soon became disenchanted with the regime and sought
a restoration of democracy. In 1957 elements of the armed forces
forced Rojas Pinilla into exile and turned the reins of government
over to civilians. In the thirty years since the return of democratic
rule, five Colombian presidents have dismissed key military leaders
whose public statements appeared to challenge government poli-
cies. The armed forces accepted each of these dismissals.

However, civilian control over the military has not spared Colom-
bia from a long history of violent political conflict. Instead of civilian-
military conflict, Colombia has experienced conflict between
dominant political parties, the Liberals and Conservatives. Both
parties emerged around 1850 during the presidency of General José

Hilario Lépez; for the remainder of the century, Liberals and Con-

servatives clashed frequently over the government of the-respec-
tive departments, the division of authority between the president
and the legislature, and the position in society of the Roman Catho-
lic Church. The Lépez administration drafted a Liberal constitu-
tion that granted substantial autonomy to the provinces, reduced
the power of the executive, and established a strict separation of
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church and state. The PL initially consisted of a heterogeneous coa-
lition of golgotas (merchants supporting free trade), draconianos
(artisans and manufacturers supporting protectionism), and smaller
landowners. Conservatives, in turn, drew their support from large
landowners and the Catholic clergy. Peasants tended to support
the parties of their patrones, a pattern that continued well into the
twentieth century and helped to explain the intensity of rural po-
litical conflict.

Liberals emerged victorious from a civil war in the early 1860s
and held power until 1884. Under the leadership of Tomas Cipriano
de Mosquera, the Liberals expropriated church lands. Because the
beneficiaries of this action were merchants and landowners rather
than peasants, the policy served mainly to intensify land concen-
tration in a few hands. Meeting in Rionegro in 1863, the govern-
ment enacted a constitution that reserved for the states all powers
not expressly granted to the federal government. In spite of these
reforms, a radical faction overthrew Mosquera in 1867 and institut-
ed still stronger curbs in central government authority. Over the
next twenty years, Liberal and Conservative factions engaged in
an estimated forty violent local conflicts.

The election in 1884 of the Conservative Rafael Nuiiez as presi-
dent resulted in a dramatic reversal of government policies. React-
ing to the excesses of the radical Liberal faction, leglslators supported
Nuiiez in adopting the Constitution of 1886, stlll in force in 1989.
The Constitution established a strong president who appointed
department governors and who had broad powers to shape central
government policies. Although the Constitution of 1886 finally set-
tled the contentious issue of the scope of presidential power, its
promulgatlon also set the stage for one of the most violent periods
in Colombian history. Liberals split into-Peace and War factions,
with the latter supporting armed rebellion against the government.
After staging unsuccessful revolts in 1893 and 1895, the War fac-
tion rebelled a third time in what came to be known as the War
of a Thousand Days. Conservatives eventually prevailed in 1902,
but at a cost of an estimated 100,000 deaths.

The war’s devastation discredited extremists in both parties. Con-
servative and Liberal moderates recognized that the rebuilding of
the country’s economy required the cooperation of both parties.
Although Conservatives retained national power until 1930, a suc-
cession of presidents appointed bipartisan cabinets. Cooperation
helped generate extensive economic growth and industrialization,
which produced new urban groups that supported-social reform.
Liberal reformists led by Alfonso Lépez Pumarejo swept to power
in 1930 and instituted the ‘‘Revolution on the March,’’ a series
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of measures that included agrarian reform,:support for labor unions,
and the enactment of public assistance. Lopez Pumarejo’s ambi-
tious social agenda threatened Conservative landowners; in addi-
tion, the loss of-the presidency stripped the Conservatives of control
of extensive local patronage: As a result, relations between the two
parties became increasingly polarized during the 1930s and early
1940s.

Violence soon overwhelmed the political system. In April 1948,
populist Liberal politician Jorge Eliécer Gaitdn—a‘eader of many
of Colombia’s urban poor and a likely presidential candidate in
1950—was assassinated in Bogoté: Gaitdn’s murder sparked a riot,
known as the Bogotazo, that destroyed much-of the capital and
left 2,000 dead. Although the government soon contained the sit-
uation in the capital, it could not handle the violence that spread
through much of the countryside. Rural violence became the norm
as some 20,000 armed combatants claiming to be operating in the
name of the Liberals and Conservatives settled old political scores;
over the next eighteen years, la violencia (1948-66) claimed the lives
of over 200,000 Colombians. Although Mariano Ospina Pérez, who
was elected’ president in 1946, came from the moderate wing of
the PC, his administration became increasingly repressive and relied
extensively on the military. His successor, Laureano Gémez Castro,
was a Conservative extremist who curtailed civil liberties and used
the rural police as his party’s agents; these actions merely served
to polarize the nation, to escalate the level of violence, and to spawn
the Rojas Pinilla dictatorship. It took five years for democracy to
be restored.

As was the case following the War of a Thousand Days, Liberal
and Conservative leaders recognized that the survival of the polit-
ical system required political cooperation rather than polarization.
This recognition led to an innovative power-sharing arrangement
known as the National Front. From 1958 to 1974, the two parties
agreed to rotate the presidency every four years, to establish par-
ity in all elective and appointive government positions, and to re-
quire a two-thirds vote in Congress for all legislation. The National
Front proved invaluable in allowing the return of civilian rule and
an end to party-related violence. Analysts also contended, however,
that the noncompetitive nature of National Front elections weakened
party identification among the population, especially urban Colom-
bians, and generated notably higher levels of voter absenteeism.

Reconciliation between the two parties did not produce social
peace, however. In the 1960s, three major left-wing guerrilla
organizations—the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias-de Colombia—FARC), the
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